The Europe 2020 strategy is the EU strategy for sustainable and inclusive growth, for fighting the structural weaknesses of the European economies, and for improving their competitiveness. In this paper, we determined the most important ratios of the Europe 2020 Strategy impacting on economic performance expressed as the growth of the GDP per capita, and on economic competitiveness expressed as the share of the countries' exports in total world exports for some selected Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries (Poland, Slovakia, Bulgaria, Hungary, the Czech Republic, and Romania) using co-integration tests and OLS panel estimations with a dataset between 2004 (after four of these selected countries acceded to EU) and 2015 (the latest available data for all the ratios we used in our analysis). Our findings show that the tertiary level of education is the most important factor, positively correlated with both endogenous variables mentioned above. Other important factors for achieving the economic performance and competitiveness goals are the school dropout ratio, the share of renewable energy in final energy consumption, and the employment rate.
Introduction
In the era of frequent economic, environmental, and political crises at the global level, the concept of development begins to include an increasing number of aspects, having in mind the problems arising that should be solved, such as growing poverty, social exclusion, population aging, the reduction in the availability of non-renewable resources, environmental catastrophes with far-reaching consequences, the intensification of the globalization process, political crises, etc. In accordance with this concept, the European Parliament adopted the Europe 2020 strategy in 2010, as a program for smart, sustainable, and inclusive growth that has a much broader scope of action than the previous Lisbon Strategy. The strategy precisely defines the national targets that each economy needs to meet in order to achieve the long-term sustainable development of the EU as a whole. The goals that should be achieved are grouped in five thematic areas with appropriate targets to be met by 2020 and indicators representing these areas (Table 1) . Source: According to the European Commission [1] .
The first thematic area is employment policy. Employment and issues related to the labor market are the most discussed topics of economic and political debates in the EU, given that an increase in the employment rate is a key precondition for ensuring a satisfactory living standard and quality of life in EU. The biggest challenge for policymakers in EU countries is increasing the employment, labor productivity, and inclusion of young people into the labor market. There are many EU funds to tackle these problems, such as the Cohesion Fund and the Structural Funds, but the EU economies have been faced with numerous challenges and crises during the past decade. In that sense, the Europe 2020 strategy encourages the implementation of policies that increase employment in more comprehensive and innovative ways [2] .
One of the strategy aims is achieving sustainable development. This fact implies the incorporation of aspects related to ecology and resource efficiency, having in mind that sustainability is often interpreted as needs versus resources, or as the short versus the long term [3] . The incorporation of the aforementioned aspects is especially important if one takes into account the fact that the EU, as a whole, is the largest energy consumer and one of the largest emitters of greenhouse gases in the world [4] . Analyzing the most appropriate ways to tackle these problems, some authors emphasize the concept of a bio-economy, which represents an economy in which the basic components of materials, chemicals and energy are derived from renewable biological resources [5, 6] . The use of renewable resources, in general, is viewed as the most appropriate way to meet the growing energy needs, without harming the environment. In accordance with that, the Europe 2020 Strategy is focused on the increase in energy production from renewable sources and reduction of greenhouse gas emissions.
In the era of rapid technical progress, innovativeness is considered to be an essential tool for achieving a competitive advantage. Recognizing the importance of innovation and technological development, all developed countries in the world allocate increasing amounts of funds for research and development. The amount and structure of these funds differ across the EU. The developed Western European countries invest more than 2% of their GDP in research and development and most of these investments are private. On the other hand, there are SEE and CEE countries (which are mostly transition economies) that invest much lower amounts in such purposes and most of them are obtained by the state. Additionally, it should be emphasized that the GDP of these countries is quite low, so the investments in science are also low and, consequently, there is slow scientific and technological progress, which additionally enhances their economic and political dependence on the developed countries. In that sense, the implementation of the strategy should reduce the gap between the aforementioned groups of countries.
An education system that is efficient, developed, and adjusted to labor market needs is the basic pillar of every developed society. Some authors [7] emphasized that in recent years, the attention of economists has shifted from tangible to intangible inputs as key elements of economic behavior, and among the intangible assets a critical role is played by knowledge assets. Although the EU as a whole has a significant share of highly educated people in the total population, this share in some Member States is relatively low compared to those recorded in the US and other highly developed countries in the world. Also, there is still a significant number of people that leave school too early, which has a significant influence on economic and social development. The targets defined in the Europe 2020 strategy reflect the opinion of the EU representatives that secondary education represents the minimum desirable level of education for EU citizens and that the skills and competences obtained during secondary education are considered essential for successful inclusion in the labor market. Young people who leave education too early do not have basic skills and knowledge, which seriously lowers their chances to find a job (except uncertain and low paid jobs). As a consequence, they are faced with the problems of poverty and social exclusion. In addition, the growing competitive pressure on the global market and the rapid development of science and technology increase the number and level of qualifications that employees need to have to conduct daily business activities. This emphasizes the importance of tertiary education and its role in improving the competitiveness of economy.
Poverty and social exclusion have become more pronounced problems in the EU, especially after the economic (2008), sovereign debt (2009), and migrant crises (2015) . These problems have a negative impact on the lives of every EU citizen individually, but also on the EU as a whole, because they limit the ability of a part of the population to reach its maximum work potential and thereby contribute to the development of the entire community. Without efficient education, health and social systems, appropriate tax benefit and employment policies, the risk of poverty is transmitted from one generation to future generations. This increases inequality in society, decreases the productivity of a large part of the population, and limits its ability to achieve inclusive and sustainable development. In order to prevent the long-term negative effects of poverty and social exclusion, the Europe 2020 strategy defines targets that should reduce poverty to an acceptable level.
The mentioned thematic areas are interconnected and interdependent. Namely, achieving the goals in the area of education increases employability and higher employment reduces poverty. On the other hand, higher investments in research and development in combination with a more efficient use of resources increases the competitiveness of the economy, as well as the number of newly created jobs. Investments in "clean" technologies for energy production, based primarily on the use of renewable energy sources, provide environmental protection, reduce climate change, and also lead to the creation of new jobs. Achieving this virtuous cycle of reforms is especially important for the CEE countries, because most of them still cannot overcome the problems and imbalances inherited from the central planning period.
In the pre-transition period, economic growth in these countries was based on the strategy of extensive growth, which favored accumulation rather than technological and organizational changes. The production system was designed for the needs of the command economy based on cheap energy and transport [8] . Since the competitive environment of a market system favors productivity and innovation, such a production system is not suitable for functioning in substantially changed business conditions. After almost 30 years of transition, their economic systems were evaluated fairly, but there are still some imbalances in the labor and energy markets and the social protection system has not yet been fully reformed. Having that in mind, it is not a surprising fact that the CEE countries have been lagging behind the old Member States in their level of development and competitiveness since their accession, lowering the EU perspectives for future growth and development and aggravating its competitive position on the world market. Furthermore, some of them have not yet reached the GDP recorded at the beginning of transition, in 1989. It is a clear signal to economic policymakers at the national and supra-national level to do something to ensure the convergence of these countries with other member states. We believe that an efficient implementation of the Europe 2020 strategy can help these economies to overcome these problems and to enhance their competitive position in the global market, contributing to the development and competitiveness of the EU as a whole.
The Organization of United Nations has defined the Central and Eastern European Union as the European region including the following countries: Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Greece, Hungary, Poland, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Macedonia, and Ukraine.
In this paper, we focused on some selected CEE countries that joined the EU in 2004 and in 2007 (Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Bulgaria and Romania) because we used a yearly dataset covering the period 2004-2015. We excluded from our analysis the EU countries from the former Yugoslavia. Croatia joined the EU in 2013 and for that reason we opted for analyzing the CEE countries that have joined the EU, without the EU countries from the former Yugoslavia.
In that sense, the aim of this paper is to determine the most important aspects of the Europe 2020 Strategy enhancing the economic performances of the CEE countries, expressed by GDP per capita and the countries' competitiveness expressed by the share of the CEE countries' exports in total world exports. We analyzed the CEE region because there is an important gap between the GDP per capita of these countries and the GDP per capita in other EU countries and in the competitiveness area.
Therefore, the following research questions are addressed: Q1: How did the CEE countries progress in implementing the EU's common strategic goals during the period 2004-2015? Q2: Which are the most important factors that contribute to the economic performances in the CEE countries?
In order to access the answers to these questions, we worked with yearly data starting with 2004, the year of the first Eastern enlargement of the EU. We performed a co-integration test to see if there was a long-run relationship between the variables we had worked with and we used panel analyses for the selected CEE countries to emphasize the main factors impacting on the economic performance and competitiveness in the CEE region as a whole. The obtained results enabled the formulation of some recommendations and guidelines for accelerating the catching-up process and achieving smart, inclusive, and sustainable development of the CEE countries in the future, through the implementation of Europe 2020.
The paper is organized as follows: the introduction presents the aim of this research; Section 2 presents some important findings of previous studies on this issue; Section 3 presents the latest developments in the CEE countries relative to the Europe 2020 Strategy ratios; Section 4 presents the methodology and data we have worked with; Section 5 discusses the results and Section 6 comprises the conclusions and makes some policy recommendations for the selected CEE countries, based on the conclusions drawn from the study.
Literature Review
The implementation of the Europe 2020 strategy and its impact on the development and competitiveness of the EU Member States and EU as a whole have been the research topic of a large number of authors. Most of them are focused on the effects at the EU level (before all macroeconomic effects) of the Strategy implementation [9] [10] [11] . Some authors [12] have analyzed the level of fulfillment and its aims with special concentration on the diversity between the New Member States that joined the European Union in 2004 and 2007 (EU-10) and the Old European Union Members (EU-15). The analysis highlighted the significant diversity between the New and the Old Member States. The EU-10 countries have achieved good results especially in the case of climate/energy targets and they have strengthened their position in the area of education and the quality of human capital. The last one can be considered as especially important in the case of building the fundaments for developing the knowledge-based economy in the region. On the other hand, the weakest achievements of the EU-10 can be seen in the area of investments in R&D and, in the future, this could become a significant obstacle for growth; thus, these countries should pay more attention to this area of the Europe 2020 strategy. Similarly, others [13] come to the conclusion that there are significant disparities in the level of implementation of the Europe 2020 strategy across the EU countries, especially between the "old" and the "new" member countries, as well as between the highly developed western countries and south European countries that were severely hit by the 2008-2009 economic crisis. Therefore, the European commission should pay more attention to these countries to enhance their progress in the implementation of the defined targets. In addition, national bodies should redefine their national strategies in order to enable the convergence with the advanced Member States.
Taking into account recent growth-related theories, some studies [14] have also intended to identify disparities across different European regions and countries. In this regard, they have analyzed the extent to which the regional development of the EU-27 Member States, measured by the cohesion policies indicators in 2010, is similar to the development of the EU-27 Member States, as defined by the Europe 2020 strategy, in order to identify regional and inter-country disparities. The results of cluster analysis have shown the existence of high disparities, both within countries and among member states. The obtained results have highlighted the need for long-term reforms, such as the reformed Cohesion Policy for the programming period 2014-2020, with a focus on growth and creating jobs, which will be reflected at a national level and in line with the vision and strategy of the European Union.
Some researchers went one step further and their studies have focused on measuring the progress in the Strategy implementation by usage of appropriate indicators or indexes [15] [16] [17] . One particularly important study is aimed at the formulation of the Europe 2020 Index [15] . This index is based on a set of relevant, accepted, credible, easy to monitor, and robust indicators presented by the European Commission at the time the strategy was launched. The internal and external analyses of the index were performed. The internal analysis pointed out that the Smart and the Inclusive growth dimensions of the Strategy are correlated and that the trade-offs between each of these two dimensions and the Sustainable one exist but are decreasing, suggesting that a change towards more sustainable models of development is occurring in Europe. The external analysis of the index pointed out that it can be a valid measure to assess the overall competitiveness of the countries and that the most critical factors for this strategy to be successful are good governance and social capital. Using this indicator, the same author analyzed the performances of the EU member states in the Europe 2020 Strategy in order to determine the main factors of success in another study [18] . The results of this research suggest that institutional factors are more relevant than macroeconomic indicators of public finances, such as the GDP growth and the levels of government debt and deficit, as success factors in the strategy.
On the other hand, one author [19] intended to decompose the Europe 2020 Index in order to evaluate progress in particular aspects of the Strategy. Some new sub-indexes were formulated-the Smart growth index, Sustainable growth index, Inclusive growth index, Country-specific smart growth index, Country-specific sustainable growth index, Country-specific inclusive growth index, Country-specific Europe 2020 index, Time-specific index, Objective-specific index, etc. The decomposition enabled better quantification, measurement, and monitoring of the progress of the European countries towards the achievement of the Europe 2020 objectives. The analysis of those sub-indicators highlighted significant patterns for all levels for each country.
In contrast to these studies, a significantly smaller number of papers are focused on the effects of all strategy areas at the level of the CEE region. Usually, the focus of these research studies is on individual aspects of the strategy, not on all of its components [20] . They strived to verify the link between national competitiveness and human capital, measured by public expenditure on tertiary education and public expenditure on research and development. In doing so, they applied the panel data method for CEE using the data on competitiveness scores in the Europe 2020 Report 2014, the Human Development Index 2015, the Global Competitiveness Report 2016, public expenditure on tertiary education, and public expenditure on research and development in the period 2010-2014. The results have shown that there is a significant and positive relation between investment in education and research and national competitiveness. The results obtained have indicated that the Central and Eastern European countries need to initiate measures to reduce the brain-drain phenomenon and to create a favorable socio-economic context for retaining and attracting highly educated, talented, and qualified people, which will contribute to the improvement of national competitiveness.
Some authors [21] reached the similar conclusion that the ability of the CEE economies to shift towards more knowledge-intensive, higher-value-added activities depends on their capacity to generate new knowledge through better-performing innovation and educational systems, on the effective use of technologies (including ICT), but also on the conditions for entrepreneurship facilitating or hindering the ability to bring this new knowledge into the market in a timely and effective manner. The CEEs should strengthen their innovation potential through efficient investments in research and development and innovation in a broader sense, such as education and training or other intangible assets, like advanced management techniques. In this way, these countries will improve their competitiveness in the coming years. Also, others [22] analyzed the efficiency of tertiary education expenditure in the EU Member States from CEE in comparative terms and in light of the Europe 2020 strategy. For this purpose, they used the method of Data Envelopment Analysis. The efficiency was investigated via three models due to the different character of the output results of tertiary education, which could be direct and indirect. The results from the study suggest that in the CEE countries the higher the share of public expenditure in the total spending, the more efficient is the expenditure achieved in terms of increasing the tertiary educational attainment and the quality of educational services. In their opinion, these countries should focus on that part of the Europe 2020 strategy in order to accelerate growth and increase employment.
According to some authors [23, 24] , who studied the relationship between education and economic growth in Taiwan, there is a positive impact of education on economic growth. The authors used a specific indicator for the average schooling years that were applied for measuring the overall education level of human capital, which is a very important factor for achieving economic growth. This represents a difference with our study where we have used the tertiary education ratio and the change of the labor quality ratio for stressing the overall education level of the population. We have performed a panel analysis for six countries, and so could not estimate the same overall education level ratio as the authors of these studies [23, 24] because the number of school years differs a lot between the selected CEE countries and because we have not benefited from sufficient complete and homogenous national data observations for people attending different levels of education. Data released by Eurostat, expressed as the number of people attending different levels of education, covered the period 2013-2016 which represents an insufficient number of observations for our panel analysis. Also, Eurostat does not release any percentage data for the primary level of education, but only for lower and upper secondary educational attainment. For a deeper analysis we have used two additional ratios for the impact of the different educational levels of population on GDP per capita and the economic competitiveness of the selected CEE countries (percentage of people aged 25 to 64 who have successfully completed at most lower secondary education attainment, and the percentage of people aged 25 to 64 who have successfully completed at least upper secondary education attainment).
Because of the industrial development and the boom of trade and transport that led to the exponential growth of waste and climate changes due to pollution, the concept of sustainable development emerged. In the spirit of this concept, it was necessary to find a different approach to economic development which considers resources and environmental quality [25, 26] . The implementation and reform of the environmental tax system in the CEE countries has also supported the economic growth expressed as GDP per capita in the context of a heavy reliance of these countries on traditional energy sources as some studies have emphasized for some selected CEE countries [27] . That helped the decrease of the primary energy consumption and final energy consumption in the CEE region, and decreased the greenhouse gas emissions in these CEE countries. In this context, the attention has been focused on using a greater share of renewable energy in final energy consumption. This paper was motivated by the observation that there was a lack of empirical research studies aiming to address the implementation of the Europe 2020 Strategy in the CEE countries in a comprehensive way (with incorporation of all Strategy aspects and ratios). Therefore, the aim of this paper is to start filling this gap by reviewing the underlying processes of the strategy implementation across the CEE region, in light of the competitiveness-oriented reshaping of development policies in these countries. We used panel analysis to research the implications of the Europe 2020 implementation on achieving sustainable economic development in those countries. Additionally, we formulated some preliminary suggestions and guidelines as to how to meet the goals of the strategy in order to ensure overall long-term development and a better integration of the lagging CEE regions in the future. One of our aims was also to motivate other authors to conduct similar research studies and propose additional measures for an efficient implementation of the strategy in this region, which could accelerate the catching-up process of these economies and improve economic performances at the EU level.
Developments in the CEE Countries Relative to the Europe 2020 Strategy Ratios
By 2015, Romania had reduced its greenhouse emissions compared to the 1990 levels, remaining well within its 2020 target. The country also significantly reduced the number of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion and already met its national target in 2013. In 2015, Romania exceeded its target and even the EU target for the share of renewable energy in gross final energy consumption from 2014 up to the present and remained well below its national target on primary energy consumption. The tertiary education was below its target in 2016 (25.6% against a national target of 26.7% and a large gap from the EU average and target of above 40%), although Romania had made strong progress in this area. However, its share of early leavers from education and training increased to 18.5%, widening the gap from the national target (a large gap from the national target which imposes values below 11.3%). The employment rate slowly increased and the gap with the national target remains to be closed by 2020 (66.3% in 2016 against a national target of 70%). Romania's R&D expenditure to GDP decreased after 2008, pushing it further from its national target or EU target than other EU Member States (0.48% in 2016 against a national target of 2%) [28] .
In Poland, the employment rate in 2016 was 69.3%, close to the EU average and its national target (71%), R&D expenditure represented 0.97% (below its national target of 1.7%), greenhouse emissions 82.76% (within its national target), share of renewable energy 11.8% (below the national target of 15%), primary energy consumption was below the national target, school dropout 5.2% (above the national target of 4.5%), people with tertiary education 44.6% (close to the national target of 45%), and the people at risk of poverty largely decreased as compared to 2008 with the national target being reached in 2013 [29] .
Bulgaria reduced its greenhouse emissions, staying within its national target. In 2015, the country achieved its renewable energy target (18.2% against the national target of 16%) and almost met its target on primary energy consumption. Despite the progress towards its national targets on early school leavers (13.8% in 2016 against the national target of 11%) and tertiary education (33.8% in 2016 against a national level of 36%), Bulgaria missed its targets and was far from the EU levels in these areas in 2016. The employment rate in Bulgaria decreased during the crisis and Bulgaria is far away from its national target of 76% (the employment rate was 67.7% in 2016). Despite a steady rise in R&D expenditure up to 2016 (0.78%), Bulgaria needs to double its expenditure to achieve its target of 1.5% of the GDP. Progress towards the country's poverty reduction target has been slow since the start of the crisis; still, Bulgaria has met its target in the poverty area since 2014 [30] .
By reducing its greenhouse emissions up to 2015 (65.3% in 2015), Hungary remained well within its target. The country has also achieved both its target on primary energy consumption and on renewable energy (renewable energy displayed a share of 14.5% in final energy consumption in 2015 against a national target of 13%). Although Hungary met its national target on tertiary education in 2014, a reduction of this ratio in 2016 made Hungary miss its national target (33% in 2016 against a national target of 34%) and widened the gap with the EU area. The school dropout ratio increased lately (12.4% in 2016 against a target below 10%). In terms of R&D expenditure, Hungary was close to its national target in 2015 (1.21% against the national target of 1.8%), but far from the EU target of 3%. Poverty levels have deteriorated since the start of the economic crisis. The number of people at risk of poverty largely increased after 2013 when Hungary met its target in the poverty area. Despite an improvement in the employment rate, the country was still below its national target of 75% with a rate of around 70%. Primary energy consumption displays a great gap with the national target in this area [31] .
The Czech Republic reduced its greenhouse emissions, remaining within the national target. In 2015, the country already met its national target on renewable energy (15% against a target of above 13%). The R&D expenditure of GDP was above the national target (1.68% in 2016 against the national target of 1.1%). In 2016, the Czech Republic exceeded its national targets on employment (76.7% in 2016 against its national target of 75%) and tertiary educational attainment (32.8% in 2016 against its national target of 32%, but far from the EU target of 40%). The decrease in the number of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion supported the reduction of the gap to its national target. The developments of the primary energy consumption brought the Czech Republic very close to its national target in 2015. The gradual increase in the share of early leavers from education and training during 2015-2016 (6.6% in 2016) made the Czech Republic miss the national target of 5.5% in the school dropout area [32] .
Greenhouse emissions in Slovakia decreased and the country remained below its national target. Since 2011, Slovakia has met its energy efficiency target. In 2015, the country was close to its R&D target, but in 2016, the R&D expenditure of GDP decreased down to 0.8% against a national target of 1.2%. The share of renewable energy in final energy consumption increased at 12.9%, close to the national target of 14%. The school dropout ratio has deteriorated since 2013 compared to its national target (7.4% in 2016 against its national target of maximum 6%). The country has displayed an important rise in the share of the people with tertiary education, but a large gap with its national target remains (31.5% in 2016 against a national target of minimum 40%). After a period of stagnation of several years, in 2016 the employment rate increased up to 69.8%, close to its national target of 72%. Slovakia has moved closer to its poverty reduction target; in 2015 it almost reached its 2020 goal [33] .
The employment rate in the EU was around 71% in 2016 (the EU target being minimum 75%), R&D expenditure was around 2% (the EU target is minimum 3%), greenhouse gas emissions in the EU (base year 1990) are around 77-78% (the EU target is a level of 20% less compared to 1990 level), the share of renewable energy in final energy consumption was 16.7% in 2016 (the EU target is minimum 20%), school dropout ratio was 10.7% (the EU target is maximum 10%), people with tertiary education represent 39.1% (against an EU target of minimum 40%). The EU is far from achieving its goal in the poverty reduction area, because the number of people at risk of poverty and exclusion increased compared with the 2008 levels, mainly because of the situation of Italy and Spain in this area (the EU target is 20 million fewer people at risk of poverty or exclusion) [34] .
Compared with an EU average employment rate of 70% in 2015, all the analyzed CEE countries (except the Czech Republic) displayed numbers below 70%, the lowest value being reached in Romania (66%) and the highest value being reached in Hungary (68.9%). The Czech Republic displayed a value of 74.8%, close to the EU target of 75% in this specific area. In 2016, the Czech Republic (76.7%) surpassed the EU target of 75% (Table 2) .
Gross domestic expenditure on research and development (% of GDP) displayed different values across the CEE region. In the Czech Republic this ratio was 1.93% in 2015, the highest value among the selected CEE countries (but this ratio decreased at 1.67% in 2016), close to the EU average of 2.03%, but far from the EU target of 3%. Romania ranked at the last position again, with a value (0.49%) that was almost half of the Bulgarian one ( Table 2 ).
Greenhouse gas emissions (base year 1990) represented 82.11% in Poland (the highest value among the analyzed CEE countries) and 46.97% in Romania (the lowest value among the CEE selected countries). In the EU area this ratio was 77.4%, below the EU target (20% less compared to 1990 levels) ( Table 2 ).
The share of renewable energy in final energy consumption was high in Romania (24.8%), well above the EU target of 20%. In the EU area, this ratio was 16.1% in 2014. All the other CEE countries displayed lower values of this ratio compared to the EU average. Except Poland and the Czech Republic, with higher values in the primary energy consumption area, all the other selected CEE countries displayed very low numbers (Table 2) .
School dropout was close to its target in the EU area (10.7% against a target of maximum 10%) in 2016. In Poland (5.2%), in the Czech Republic (6.6%), and in Slovakia (7.4%) this rate was well below that of the EU area in 2016. Romania displayed the highest value (18.5%) among the analyzed CEE countries (Table 2) . Source: Elaborated according to data from [34] .
The share of people with tertiary education was close to its target of over 40% in 2016 in the EU area (39.1%). Poland recorded the highest value of 44.6% and Romania (25.6%) recorded the lowest value in the CEE region ( Table 2) .
The number of people at risk of poverty largely decreased in Poland and Romania, based on the social measures adopted by the governments of these two countries during the crisis and after the crisis period, while in the EU area this number significantly increased (Table 2) .
From the CEE statistical data compared with the EU average, we can emphasize that the Czech Republic and Poland display significant progress in the areas of tertiary education, employment, gross domestic expenditure on research and development, and school dropout, while Romania and Bulgaria rank on the last positions in these specific areas. Romania and Bulgaria display great progress in the areas of greenhouse gas emissions, the share of renewable energy in final energy consumption, and in primary energy consumption. Poland and the Czech Republic have focused mainly on the areas of education (they have invested in education more than the other CEE countries), research and technological progress, which supported the employment process, while Bulgaria and Romania have great achievements in the areas of energy and greenhouse emissions, compared to the EU average or EU 2020 targets. Hungary was largely impacted by the last crisis in terms of poverty reduction and in the areas of education and school dropout. All these negatively affected the employment process in Hungary. If we compare these CEE countries with the EU area, we can state that the Czech Republic displays the greatest achievements in the areas covered by the Europe 2020 Strategy. It is followed by Poland and Slovakia. Hungary, Bulgaria, and Romania form another group of CEE countries with lower achievements against the EU area for the ratios of the Europe 2020 Strategy. However, these CEE countries still display great differences in the areas covered by the Europe 2020 Strategy and their national targets for the Europe 2020 ratios are quite different. Some of their national targets are tighter than the EU targets, but some other targets are laxer.
Research Methodology and Data

Data
We used yearly data series from the Eurostat database (2004-2015) for Romania, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Poland, Hungary and Slovakia and we used the following indicators: GDP (euro per capita), chain linked volumes (2010) (%); CEE countries' export (goods and services) market shares of the world total exports (%); people suffering from severe material deprivation of total population (%); employment rate, age 20-64 (%); final energy consumption, base year 2005 (%); greenhouse gas emissions, base year 1990 (%); share of the people with tertiary level of education of the total population, age 15-64 (%); people living in households with very low work intensity of total population, age 0-59 (%); people at risk of poverty or social exclusion of total population (%); share of renewable energy in gross final energy consumption (%); research and development expenses, purchasing power standard (PPS) per inhabitant at constant 2005 prices (%); and the share of the early leavers from education and training of the total population, age 18-24 (%) (the description of the variables is presented in Table 3 ). We have also chosen to work with a ratio which is not covered by the Europe 2020 Strategy, for emphasizing the changes of the labor force quality in CEE countries [35] . We have added this specific ratio because our results have stressed the high impact of tertiary education on the economic growth and competitiveness of the CEE countries. The tertiary education ratio is definitely correlated with the last ratio we have added, namely the quality of the labor force. Still, the changes in the quality of the labor force reflect not only the tertiary education level of the people, but also some lower educational levels of the labor force; thus, it was used as a proxy for the ratios used by some previous studies regarding the overall education level of the population [23, 24] , for a more comprehensive analysis of the factors impacting on economic growth and competitiveness. We have also added two more specific ratios for education: namely the percentage of people aged 25 to 64 who have successfully completed at most lower secondary education (%) and the percentage of people aged 25 to 64 who have successfully completed at least upper secondary education (%), released by Eurostat [36] , for a deeper analysis of the impact of the educational level of human capital on economic performance and competitiveness. 
Research Methodology
We tested these series for unit root and we found out that all these data-series are I(1), except the growth of labor quality, log change, percentage of people with lower or people with upper secondary education, that are I(0) at 1% significance level. We tested the co-integration (Kao panel co-integration test) between the CEE GDP per capita and, respectively, the share of the CEE exports in total world exports and the above-mentioned variables, related to the Europe 2020 Strategy goals. The co-integration tests revealed that there is a long-term relationship between the CEE GDP per capita and the share of the CEE exports in total world exports and the other variables used in our analysis, respectively. Then, we determined two endogenous variables-the GDP per capita (for expressing the economic performance and development of each country) and the share of the selected CEE countries' exports in total world exports (for expressing the national competitiveness)-in relation with the above-mentioned ratios of the Europe 2020 Strategy, as exogenous variables, using a panel OLS estimation and a pool estimation.
The linear panel regressions that we built (using OLS estimations with fixed effects) display the following equation:
Y it =α + β * X it + γ t + ε it (1) where Y it is the dependent variable, X it is a K-dimensional vector of regressors, β t is a K-dimensional vector of the regression coefficients, γ t represents fixed specific effects for the units of the transversal or for the specific time period section, and ε it represents the innovations associated with the equation, unexplained by the independent variables X, for M transversal units and T periods. K is the number of regressors.
Results and Discussion
The data series are I(1) ( Table 4) and we have performed the Kao panel cointegration test. We can see that the share of the CEE countries' exports in total world exports and the CEE GDP per capita are correlated in the long run with the variables we used in our analysis. Table 4 shows the results that we obtained by using the Levin-Lin-Chu (LLC) panel common root test and the Phillips-Perron (PP) Fisher panel unit root tests. According to the reported results, the analyzed variables are not stationary at these levels but become stationary at first-differences at 1% or 5% level of significance. Thus, we need the co-integration test to see whether there is a long-run relationship among them. Otherwise, the estimated coefficients will be without economic meaning.
The Kao co-integration tests for the GDP per capita in the selected CEE countries and for the share of the CEE countries' exports in total world exports, in relation with all the other variables we used in our analysis, suggest that the analyzed variables are co-integrated; thus, they have a long run relationship at 1% level of significance (Table 5) . To allow for heterogeneity across the selected CEE countries, we used an error-component model estimated as fixed effects. We tested this model by using the redundant fixed effects test and the chosen model was validated by the results of the test.
According to the pool estimation (Table 6 ) and the OLS panel regression (Table 7) for the share of the selected CEE countries' exports in total world exports, we can stress that the GDP per capita, the employment rate, and the share of the population with a tertiary education level in the total population are positively correlated with the share of the CEE countries' exports in total world exports, while all the other variables are negatively correlated with the trend of the share of the CEE countries' exports in total world exports. Our results suggest, like those in some studies [22] , that the CEE countries should focus on the improvement of their education system, especially on tertiary education, in order to enhance their competitiveness and accelerate development in the future. Also, it is interesting to underline-from our pool estimation and OLS panel regression above-that the developments of the research and development expenditure (in constant prices of 2005) are negatively correlated with the share of the CEE countries' exports in total world exports, which means that the exports of the selected CEE countries on average do not rely much on high-tech products with high added-value. The research and development expenditure to GDP is the least important factor impacting on the share of the selected CEE countries' exports in total world exports. The research and development expenditure to GDP is also the least important factor impacting on the CEE GDP per capita (this time weakly positively correlated to the GDP per capita), as we can see from Tables 8 and 9 below. Moreover, the research and development expenditure to GDP decreased in all selected CEE countries during the last years of the analyzed period (except in Poland where it slowly increased during the analyzed period), against the EU level which steadily increased during the entire analyzed period. If we take into account all the aforementioned results it can be concluded that the obtained results are partly in accordance with the results of some studies presented above [20, 21] . Their results indicated that the improvement and higher investments in the education system in the CEE countries had a positive impact on national competitiveness. However, they also concluded that investments in research and development had positive effects on national competitiveness, which is not the case in our research. One should have in mind that the authors mentioned in our study used different indicators then us and that they analyzed the influence of only these two factors on development and competitiveness. This stressed the importance of using adequate indicators and a much more comprehensive analysis when observing the impact of the Europe 2020 strategy. Another explanation for our different results in the R&D area could be represented by the fact that in Tables 6 and 7, we can see a very low coefficient of this factor impacting on the competitiveness of the CEE countries against the other explanatory factors. This very small negative impact could be determined by some important differences in the R&D area in the analyzed countries. The group of CEE countries including Bulgaria and Romania displays much lower levels in the R&D area against the rest of the CEE countries analyzed here, so this could explain a low negative impact. As we have already explained at the end of Section 3, these analyzed CEE countries still display great differences in some areas covered by the Europe 2020 Strategy [12] [13] [14] and this could explain some differences in the results that we obtained compared to other previous studies. However, for the ratios with the most significant impact on economic performance and competitiveness, we found similar results and correlations just like the previous studies [20] [21] [22] . Table 6 . Pool estimations with fixed effects for CEE countries' exports amongst total world exports. The use of renewable energy is also negatively correlated with the share of the CEE countries' exports in total world exports, which can be explained by a low share of renewable energy in total final energy consumption in those selected CEE countries (the average level of the selected CEE countries is lower than the EU average and well below the EU 2020 target in this area, except for Romania with higher values during the last two years).
The share of people that have attended at most lower secondary educational level and of the people that have completed at least upper secondary educational attainment, GDP per capita (expressing the economic performance) and the tertiary level of education (Europe 2020 Strategy ratio) represent the most important factors for the share of the CEE countries' exports in total world exports. The last of these above-mentioned factors are positively correlated with the CEE countries' exports. That can explain the fact that Poland displays the highest share of its exports in total world exports. Its tertiary education ratio is well above the EU average and EU target for 2020 and its economic growth was robust among the EU countries during the entire analyzed period. Moreover, Poland was the only country that did not face economic recession during the last economic crisis. School dropout and the share of renewable energy in final energy consumption are also important factors negatively correlated with the share of the CEE countries' exports in total world exports. However, the Central European countries (Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary) display higher shares of their exports in total world exports than Romania and especially Bulgaria, because of the manufacturing industry that dropped in the Southern European countries right after 1990. People with at most lower secondary educational attainment, people with at least upper educational attainment display a significant negative impact on the CEE countries' competitiveness and the labor quality ratio seem to have a weak positive impact on the competitiveness of the analyzed CEE countries. Thus, we can conclude that a highly qualified labor force supports the increase in competitiveness of the CEE countries. Lower levels of education do not impact positively on the economic competitiveness on the CEE economies. This weak effect of the quality of labor could also be explained by the strong negative impact of school abandonment in the early stages of the education process in the CEE countries. The school abandonment ratio increased in the CEE region, while the share of people with tertiary education is much below that of the EU area. According to the results of the pool estimation (Table 8 ) and the OLS panel regression (Table 9 ) for the GDP per capita in the selected CEE countries, we can stress the positive impact of final energy use and the greenhouse emissions on the trend of the GDP per capita in these CEE countries, which means that these six CEE countries are, on average, energy-intensive economies. Renewable energy is also negatively correlated with the GDP per capita, just like with the CEE countries' exports. Another interesting result is represented by the positive correlation between school dropout and the trend of the GDP per capita. This means that, no matter their education, employed people support the economic growth in the selected CEE countries. This can also explain a low unemployment rate in the CEE region against the EU (in Romania, the unemployment rate is the lowest among the selected CEE countries and among EU countries, and school dropout is the highest among the selected CEE countries). Thus, although people do not attend the higher levels of the education system, they work in the economic areas that do not require an educated workforce so they can support an increase in the GDP per capita in the CEE region, or they work abroad (the emigration rate is high, especially in Bulgaria and Romania) and send a share of their income to their families at home, so they support consumption in these selected CEE countries. This positive correlation is validated especially in the CEE countries (Bulgaria and Romania, where the school dropout ratio is high, thus increasing the average ratio of the CEE region) where people are highly employed in the primary economic sector (agriculture) or in some industries (metallurgy, construction), or they work abroad in the primary economic sector or in industries that do not require high work qualifications. School dropout is negatively correlated with the share of the CEE countries' exports in total world exports, which means that people with low levels of education are not mainly engaged in export-oriented activities.
According to the results we have obtained for the positive impact of the school dropout ratio on the GDP per capita, the percentage of people with lower secondary educational attainment or of people with upper secondary educational attainment ratios are positively correlated with the trend of the GDP per capita. This could be explained by a low unemployment rate in the CEE region against that of the EU area and by the fact that some of the analyzed CEE countries display a very intense emigration process.
The factors we used in our econometric analysis correllate much more strongly with the GDP per capita than with the share of the CEE countries' exports in total world exports. The percentage of the population with lower or upper educational attainment, the labor quality ratio, the share of the CEE countries' exports in total world exports, the school abandonment ratio, the employment rate, and the level of the tertiary education are the most important factors positively impacting on the GDP per capita trend.
The share of the selected CEE countries' exports in total world exports displays a much greater impact on the GDP per capita than the impact of the GDP per capita on the share of the selected CEE countries' exports in total world exports. While the Czech Republic and Poland display employment and tertiary education ratios around or above the EU average levels and EU targets, the other selected CEE countries display lower levels of these important ratios for the GDP per capita growth. Romania in particular displays the lowest levels of these ratios, well below the CEE average or the EU levels. In the CEE region, Romania and Poland faced a robust economic growth during the last years, but Romania based its growth on very populist social measures that supported mainly consumption and largely decreased investments and production and that will certainly affect the Romanian macroeconomic environment in a negative way in the following years. School dropout and the share of renewable energy in final energy consumption are also important factors for the GDP per capita in the selected CEE countries (school dropout is positively correlated with the GDP per capita, while renewable energy is negatively correlated with the GDP per capita). Labor quality ratio also seems to have a positive impact on the GDP per capita growth in the analyzed CEE countries. The largest fluctuations of this ratio can be noticed in the case of Romania, just like in the case of the tertiary education ratio. Romania has faced a significant emmigration process of its "brains": the highly qualified labor force. The positive correlation of the labor quality ratio and the school abandonment ratio with the growth of the GDP per capita in the CEE countries support our conclusion that in those analyzed CEE countries (that include Poland and Romania with some robust economic growth rates during the last years of the analyzed period), labor force, no matter its qualification, supports the economic performance and the growth of the GDP per capita, because the average unemployment rate is quite low in the CEE region as a whole. These results are in line with other studies [23, 24] that stressed that the quality of human capital expressed by the overall education level supports economic growth. 
Conclusions
Only Poland displays a higher share of its exports in total world exports, while Bulgaria displays a very low level among the selected CEE countries. Poland ranks first if we consider the competitiveness ratio, but it is surpassed by the Czech Republic and Slovakia in the economic performance area (expressed by GDP per capita). Bulgaria ranks last too, if we consider the GDP per capita, and Romania takes the penultimate place, in front of Bulgaria.
Romania and Bulgaria have met their national targets set by the Europe 2020 Strategy, except the targets for the tertiary education level, employment rate, and school dropout (and those are the main factors impacting on the GDP per capita and on the share of CEE countries' exports in total world exports, according to our analysis) and for the share of research and development expenditure of GDP. Poland has missed its targets in the areas of renewable energy and school dropout. Hungary's position among the CEE countries has deteriorated after the crisis. Hungary has missed its national targets for the school dropout ratio, tertiary education level, employment rate, final energy consumption and the share of the research and development expenditure of GDP. Slovakia has missed its targets for the school dropout ratio, employment rate, tertiary education level, the share of the renewable energy in final energy consumption and the share of the research and development expenditure in GDP. The Czech Republic has missed its national target only for the school dropout ratio and ranks first among the analyzed CEE countries, followed by Poland and Slovakia, while Bulgaria occupies the last position.
According to our results, the most important factors contributing to the increase in the CEE GDP per capita and the share of the selected CEE countries' exports in total world exports are the tertiary level of education (the most important factor), school dropout (positively correlated with GDP per capita and negatively correlated with the competitiveness), the labor quality ratio, the share of renewable energy in final energy use (the share of renewable energy is negatively correlated with both GDP per capita and the share of the selected CEE countries' exports in total world exports, but this share is very low in all the analyzed CEE countries, except Romania), and the employment rate. Populations with lower secondary educational attainment and with upper secondary educational attainment are positively correlated with GDP per capita and negatively correlated with the competitiveness of the analyzed CEE countries. Thus, the governments of the selected CEE countries should mainly focus on adopting some measures that can support the improvement of the education level of the people and the specialization of the people that leave the education system early. These specific measures would also support the increase in the employment rate in the selected CEE countries. All the selected CEE countries display a descending trend of their public expenditure for education (especially Poland and Hungary that displayed the highest levels in the CEE region in the past) if we compare the latest levels of the public education expenditure of GDP to the levels achieved by these countries in the last decade (according to the data released by Eurostat). Even in the Czech Republic, the public expenditure for education decreased from high levels in recent years but very slowly. Only in Slovakia can we notice a very slow increase, while in Romania, the public expenditure for education steadily decreased and recorded the lowest levels during the entire analyzed period. Our results highlighting the important role of tertiary education for economic performance and competitiveness are also validated by the cases of the Czech Republic and Poland that have invested much more in education than the other CEE countries; they currently display the highest achievements on average in the areas covered by the Europe 2020 Strategy. The governments of the selected CEE countries should allocate more of their budgets for public education in the following years and should support and finance more training and professional reconversion programs for early leavers from the education and training systems or for unemployed people (including using the European funds allocated for this specific aim for European countries). Also, the governments of the selected CEE countries should support investments and production, not mainly consumption (such as in Romania and Hungary lately) in order to increase the employment rate in these CEE countries. Moreover, in Romania, the consumption relies mostly on imports that negatively affect the Romanian commercial balance and thus, the GDP. The public support for investments and production would also determine an increase in the CEE countries' exports, another important factor which contributes to an increase in the CEE GDP per capita. The governments should also focus on their national exports, by supporting state-guaranteed export credits and by granting export subsidies if their national budgets allow that kind of support/burden.
Another important target for the governments of the selected CEE countries would be to increase the share of renewable energy in final energy use, because (except for Romania) the selected CEE countries display very low levels of this ratio against the EU target of 20% in 2020. Their focus on the use of renewable energy, together with the reduction of the total energy consumption would support the achievement of the main goals of the Europe 2020 Strategy in the selected CEE countries.
In future research we can extend this panel analysis for a larger sample of CEE countries (including Slovenia and Croatia) and for a larger dataset of yearly observations. Another interesting direction for further research would be to proceed with a cluster analysis for the CEE countries, because, as we have already stated above and as other previous studies have shown, there are many disparities among the CEE countries in the areas of education, research and development, environment and energy. The CEE countries should be analyzed into at least two or even three clusters, given their different achievements in the areas of environment and energy, education, or R&D. This type of cluster analysis could offer a deeper insight for smaller regions across the CEE area and would add important results to this current analysis that presents the results for the CEE region as a whole.
